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Good	Liturgy:	Can	we	use	a	‘principles’	approach?		Thomas	O’Loughlin		The	liturgy	is	the	great	school	of	discipleship:	there	the	kerugma	is	not	only	heard	but	embraced,	our	identity	with	the	Christ	is	affirmed,	and	our	hope	given	expression.	However,	liturgy	is	not	an	abstract	essence	but	an	artefact	of	many	people	with	differing	backgrounds,	appreciations	of	what	they	are	doing,	and,	indeed,	widely	varying	levels	of	ritual	skill.	Liturgy	can	range	from	a	mere	token	affair	imagined	as	the	acting	out	pre-scripted	texts	to	occasions	that	can	be	events	of	human	poetry	and	moments	of	the	Spirit’s	presence.	This	link	between	mission	and	the	perceptible	quality	of	celebrations	was	famously	expressed:	Faith	grows	when	it	is	well	expressed	in	celebration.	Good	celebrations	foster	and	nourish	faith.	Poor	celebrations	weaken	and	destroy	faith.	To	celebrate	the	liturgy	means	to	do	the	action	or	perform	the	sign	in	such	a	way	that	the	full	meaning	and	impact	shine	forth	in	clear	and	compelling	fashion.1	These	statements	has	become	maxims,	while	the	general	truth	is	known	to	all	engaged	in	mission	who	have	probed	into	factors	that	lead	some	to	embrace	Christianity	and	other	to	abandon	it.	Liturgy	matters!			But	how	should	we	assess	a	‘good	liturgy’	and	what	are	the	characteristics	of	‘poor	celebrations’?	Moreover,	the	steady	fall	in	attendance	at	liturgy	suggests	that	part	of	the	problem	lies	in	people	judging	liturgy	as	failing.	So,	if	liturgy	is	important,	it	is	an	important	to	give	thought	to	what	constitutes	good	liturgy	and	how	to	distinguish	good	from	poor	celebrations.		One	route	is	to	adopt	the	now	famous	method	developed	by	Dieter	Rams	for	assessing	successful	designs.	Rams	used	a	set	of	discerned	principles	that	can	be	used	as	‘rules	of	thumb’	in	the	production	of	other	designs,	incorporating	the	insights	of	others’	success.	A	set	of	principles	for	good	liturgy	might	look	something	like	what	follows.		
I.	Good	liturgy	is	honest.		Because	we	imagine	our	liturgy	taking	place	in	the	court	of	heaven	(Heb	9:24)	we	should	seek	the	greatest	authenticity	in	what	we	do	in	a	world	of	signs	so	that,	at	the	very	least,	it	is	self-consistent	and	strives	to	be	consistent	with	all	that	we	preach.	So,	minimally,	we	should	seek	to	remove	dissonance	between	what	we	say	and	what	we	do.	But	the	liturgy	is	frequently	dissonant	between	its	words	and	the	message	received:	the	result	is	a	situation	whereby	it	appears	to	be	just	words	–	words	that	mean	little	and	sound	simply	as	a	clerical	rig-ma-roll.	There	are	so	many	examples	of	such	dissonance	in	the	contemporary	Roman	liturgy	that	I	suspect	it	is	one	of	the	great,	deep-level,	reforms	that	we	need	to	address.	Just	consider	this	small	detail:	we	say	‘he	broke	it’	but	use	unbroken	individual	wavers	…	…	…	what	we	say	and	what	we	do	in	ritual	are	not	in	alignment.	Yet	lacking	this	simple	level	of	coherence	in	the	visible	objects	of	our	liturgy,	we	are	
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The	danger	of	imagining	that	‘we	have	God’	is	ever	present.	The	way	we	celebrate	must	assert	our	awareness	that	God	is	always	greater	-	and	that	the	liturgy	never	has	‘a	control’	on	the	divine:	‘The	wind	blows	where	it	wills	…	so	it	is	with	everyone	born	of	the	Spirit’	(Jn	3:8).		
Assessing	liturgy	and	‘ticking	boxes’		A	good	liturgy	cannot	be	measured	in	a	finite	way.	So	assessing	a	liturgy	is	not	a	matter	of	‘ticking	boxes’	or	grading	performance.	Conversely,	a	poor	liturgy	is	easier	to	assess:	one	sees	people	departing	with	messages	encoded	within	the	ritual	which	are	often	diametrically	opposed	to	the	gospel	or	after	having	an	experience	whose	is	anything	but	the	liberating	lightness	of	encountering	love.	These	principles	are	intended	as	both	a	practical	guide	and	as	a	stimulant	to	further	reflection	on	how	liturgy	can	tell	our	story	to	ourselves,	help	us	affirm	our	vision	of	life	and	of	the	world,	and	model	our	perception	of	the	boundaries	of	the	Kingdom.		Further	reading:	A	longer	version	of	this	paper	appeared	as	‘Evaluating	Liturgy	in	the	Parish’	in	
The	Furrow	67(2016)451-465.	It	will	be	examined	in	greater	detail	in	my	forthcoming	book:	The	Rites	and	Wrongs	of	Liturgy	(Liturgical	Press,	Collegeville,	MN).	
